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Experiences and outcomes of preschool physical education: an analysis 
of developmental discourses in Scottish curricular documentation
This paper provides an analysis of developmental discourses underpinning preschool physical 
education in Scotland’s Curriculum for Excellence. Implementing a poststructural perspective, I 
examine the preschool experiences and outcomes related to physical education, as presented in 
the Curriculum for Excellence ‘health and wellbeing’ documentation. I interrogate the ways in 
which developmental discourses are evident throughout this and related documentation and how 
these discourses might ‘work’ to produce specific effects on practitioners and children as they 
are deployed and taken up in Scottish preschool education contexts. This analysis involves 
speculating about potential consequences for practitioners’ and children’s experiences and 
subjectivities. In conclusion, I suggest that practitioners should critically engage with the 
curriculum, as uncritical acceptance of the discourses underpinning it could lead to practices 
that may have negative consequences. Furthermore, I propose that future research should 
investigate the ways in which the discourses privileged in the Curriculum for Excellence ‘health 
and wellbeing’ documentation are taken up and negotiated in Scottish preschool settings.
Introduction
This paper investigates and problematises developmental discourses associated with 
preschool physical education in Scotland’s Curriculum for Excellence (Learning and 
Teaching Scotland (LTS), 2009a). Implementing a poststructural perspective, I aim to 
identify the developmental ‘truths’ that underpin the preschool physical education 
experiences and outcomes, as presented in the Curriculum for Excellence 
documentation. This analysis involves examining the language that frames what is 
expected of preschool practitioners and children in relation to physical education. I align 
with Rønholt’s (2002) assertion that critically interrogating discourses ‘makes visible 
what is usually hidden’ (p. 34) and thus stimulates debates around their potential 
implications and effects in practice. Consequently, my analysis involves raising critical 
questions about how the developmental discourses identified may impact on 
practitioners’ and children’s practices and subjectivities as they are taken up in 
1
preschool contexts. Although a significant body of research concerned with 
problematising the dominance of developmental discourses in early childhood education 
has emerged over the past two decades (Cannella, 2008), these discourses have retained 
a position of dominance because developmental psychology has been normalised and 
taken for granted in the early childhood field (Fleer, 2005). Interrogating taken-for-
granted assumptions and practices is crucial so that researchers, policy-makers and 
practitioners can critically reflect on the potential workings of particular discourses, and 
strive to create positive and inclusive preschool physical education experiences. As 
such, I hope that this paper may encourage the development of ‘new possibilities for 
practice’ (Wright, 2006, p. 60) within Scottish preschool physical education.
Background
While a previous paper (McEvilly et al., in press) has investigated the physical 
education discourses more generally throughout the Curriculum for Excellence 
documentation, the current paper extends this work by specifically focusing on the 
developmental discourses underpinning the preschool physical education guidelines. 
McEvilly et al. (in press) report that discourses related to physical activity and health 
are particularly prominent throughout the physical education sections of Curriculum for 
Excellence, along with a related concern with motor skill development. The current 
paper shows that these discourses also underpin the sections of the curriculum that 
specifically pertain to preschool physical education, though I do not focus on the 
physical activity and health discourses.
Preschool physical education has been largely unexplored by researchers. While 
an increasing body of literature is concerned with preschool physical activity, little is 
known about preschool physical education, by which I mean planned, structured 
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physical learning experiences in curricular time. This may be because most physical 
education research focuses on the secondary school domain (Kirk, 2005), or because 
early childhood curricular frameworks tend to be structured according to areas of 
development, rather than specific subjects (Stephen, 2006). Of significance to the 
current paper, however, is that Curriculum for Excellence specifically refers to ‘physical 
education’ in relation to preschool education (see LTS, 2009c); the previous Scottish 
preschool curriculum – A Curriculum Framework for Children 3-5 (LTS, 2004) – does 
not refer to physical education, but to ‘physical development and movement’. 
Developmental discourses prevail in the ‘physical development and movement’ section 
of LTS (2004). Developmental psychology is concerned with determining ‘truths’ about 
how children develop (MacNaughton, 2005). Robinson & Jones Díaz (2006) maintain 
that Jean Piaget’s (1896-1980) work, in which children’s development is viewed as ‘a 
biologically predetermined, clearly articulated, linear process towards becoming adults’ 
(p. 6), has dominated understandings of childhood and children’s learning. According to 
Piaget’s theory, all children proceed through this process, reaching cognitive 
developmental stages that correlate with their ages (Robinson & Jones Díaz, 2006). 
Developmental assumptions thus influence people’s views of what children (and adults) 
can and cannot do at particular ages (Burrows, 2004). Piaget’s model foregrounds the 
notion of active learning; the child is depicted as a scientist who systematically 
encounters and solves problems, learning by activity and discovery (Burman, 2008). 
According to Jones, Hodson & Napier (2005), Piaget’s work ‘gave play, particularly in 
the early years, its distinctive authority as a basis for the evolution of learning’ (p. 44). 
The Scottish Government (2008) stresses that play is essential to ensuring that children 
will ‘have the best start in life and be ready to succeed as adults’ (p. 30).
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Burrows (1999) notes that while developmental psychology has tended to be 
primarily preoccupied with cognitive development, thus paying little attention to the 
body, a site where the body takes centre stage is within the sub-discipline of motor 
development. A motor skill development discourse prevails in much physical education 
research, including in research specifically concerned with young children’s physical 
education (e.g. Derri et al., 2001; Martin, Rudisill & Hastie, 2009; Zachopoulou, 
Tsapakidou & Derri, 2004). Again, motor skill development is often positioned by 
researchers as a linear, age-related series of stages (Burrows, 1999).
While developmental psychology remains ‘a pervasive influence on early 
childhood pedagogies’ (MacNaughton, 2005, p. 25), over the past two decades, research 
problematising the dominance of developmental discourses has emerged in the fields of 
both early childhood education (e.g. Ailwood, 2003; Dahlberg, Moss & Pence, 2007; 
Fleer, 2006; Robinson & Jones Díaz, 2006) and – to a lesser extent – physical education 
(e.g. Burrows, 1999; Burrows & Wright, 2001). A major reason developmental theories 
are problematic is their assumption of universality. They therefore provide the 
benchmark upon which children are compared (Fleer, 2006) and thus have ‘normative 
and exclusionary tendencies’ (Burrows & Wright, 2001, p. 179). Interpretations of 
‘normal’ development vary, however, because developmental milestones are social and 
cultural constructions, rather than scientific ‘truths’ (Burrows, 2004). A further reason 
developmental theories are problematic is that they promote the notion that children are 
merely adults-in-training (Sorin, 2005). Viewing childhood as purely practice for 
adulthood (Sorin, 2005) means children are regarded to be ‘in a state of becoming rather 
than being’ (Woodrow & Press, 2007, p. 316, emphasis in original). This dividing 
boundary between childhood and adulthood positions children as ‘innocent...vulnerable 
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and in need of protection’ (Robinson, 2008, p. 116). Robinson (2008) describes how 
this can lead to childhood becoming increasingly ‘watched’ and regulated.
As noted, the previous Scottish preschool curriculum (LTS, 2004) refers to 
‘physical development and movement’, rather than ‘physical education’. The ‘physical 
development and movement’ section of LTS (2004) draws heavily on developmental 
discourses. They are evident in, for example, its mentions of play and exploration, and 
its references to what happens to ‘young children’ as they ‘develop’, ‘grow’ and 
‘change’ (p. 36). My analysis investigates if these discourses also underpin the 
documentation related to preschool physical education in Curriculum for Excellence. It 
examines if the change from ‘physical development’ to ‘physical education’ has meant 
that different discourses now underpin the documentation related to this preschool 
curriculum area, or if developmental discourses still prevail. As such, it examines if the 
new curriculum appears to have taken account of the critical research discussed above, 
or if developmental psychology remains a normalised, taken for granted (Fleer, 2005) 
influence on Scottish preschool physical education.
Investigating preschool physical education discourses in Curriculum for Excellence
Curriculum for Excellence
Children in Scotland are entitled to free part-time preschool education from the term 
after their third birthdays. They usually move to primary school when aged four or five 
years (The City of Edinburgh Council, 2012). Curriculum for Excellence is a single 
curriculum for three- to 18-year-olds. It was launched in 2004 with the publication of A 
Curriculum for Excellence: The Curriculum Review Group (Scottish Executive, 2004). 
This document outlines the curriculum’s values, purposes and principles, and 
rationalises its implementation on the grounds that Scotland needs to ‘increase the 
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economic performance of the nation; reflect its growing diversity; improve health; and 
reduce poverty’ (p. 10). The purposes of Curriculum for Excellence are to enable 
children and young people to become ‘successful learners, confident individuals, 
responsible citizens and effective contributors to society and at work’ (p. 12).
The completed Curriculum for Excellence was published in 2009. At preschools, 
it replaced A Curriculum Framework for Children 3-5 (LTS, 2004). Curriculum for 
Excellence claims to be ‘less detailed and prescriptive than previous curriculum advice’ 
so as to allow practitioners ‘professional space…to meet the varied needs of all children 
and young people’ (LTS, 2009a, p. 3). There are eight curriculum areas (expressive arts, 
health and wellbeing, languages, mathematics, religious and moral education, sciences, 
social studies and technologies), each of which has two main guiding texts: ‘principles 
and practice’ (which explains the guiding framework, purposes of learning, 
practitioners’ roles and responsibilities, and features of assessment) and ‘experiences 
and outcomes’ (which details the specific learning experiences and outcomes children 
are expected to engage with and achieve). My analysis focuses on the health and 
wellbeing documentation, as physical education is located within this curriculum area. 
Health and wellbeing features six strands: mental, emotional, social and physical 
wellbeing; planning for choices and changes; physical education, physical activity and 
sport; food and health; substance misuse; and relationships, sexual health and 
parenthood.
The current paper is primarily concerned with the physical education, physical 
activity and sport sections of health and wellbeing ‘experiences and outcomes’ (LTS, 
2009c), as this is the section of Curriculum for Excellence that explicitly refers to 
preschool physical education. In analysing this text, I also make reference to the health 
and wellbeing ‘principles and practice’ document (LTS, 2009b) and to three other 
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documents, which are significant in relation to preschool physical education in 
Scotland. Two are papers from ‘Building the Curriculum’, a series of publications 
concerned with planning for implementing the curriculum and specifically with 
involving practitioners ‘in professional reflection, debate and rethinking’ (Scottish 
Executive, 2006, p. 1). Both papers were published before the final version of the 
curriculum, and are concerned with The Contribution of Curriculum Areas (Scottish 
Executive, 2006) and Active Learning in the Early Years (Scottish Executive, 2007). 
The third document – Physical Education: Supporting High Quality Physical Education  
in the Primary School (LTS, 2011) – was published two years after Curriculum for 
Excellence and accompanies a DVD of the same name. Although the title refers to 
primary schools, the introduction specifically states that it is also aimed at other 
educators, including early childhood practitioners.
In order to contextualise my examination of the preschool physical education 
experiences and outcomes, I first briefly discuss the health and wellbeing ‘principles 
and practice’ document. LTS (2009b) is concerned with health and wellbeing in the 
curriculum generally, so does not specifically refer to preschool education. McEvilly et 
al. (in press) analyse the section of LTS (2009b) that is specifically concerned with 
physical education, physical activity and sport, and report that physical activity and 
health discourses are prevalent. For instance, physical education is characterised as a 
means to prepare children for ‘active’, ‘healthy’, ‘fulfilling’ lives (p. 6), with words like 
‘essential’, ‘should’ and ‘important’ (p. 6) portraying the ‘necessity’ of physical 
activity. McEvilly et al. (in press) note that there is an absence of a more sociocultural 
or critical view of physical education, physical activity and health in LTS (2009b), with 
practitioners not encouraged to critically engage with claims made.
7
These authors also observe that, while ‘joy’ and ‘positive attitudes’ are 
positioned as the ‘foundation’ (p. 6) for future participation in physically active, healthy 
lifestyles, there is no mention of motor skills. This is surprising, since previous research 
(e.g. Thorpe, 2003; Wright, 1997) indicates that physical education is often centred on a 
motor skill development discourse. Motor skills are referred to, however, in the health 
and wellbeing ‘experiences and outcomes’ document (LTS, 2009c), which the current 
paper examines. While there is no specific mention of motor skill development in LTS 
(2009b), developmental discourses are evident throughout the document. For example, 
it proposes that practitioners should ‘take account of the stage of development...of each 
child and young person’ (p. 3). Furthermore, although the text acknowledges the 
significance of social and environmental factors, it states that ‘children’s capacities to 
learn are shaped by...their individual development’ (p. 4) and that ‘progression and 
development in many aspects of health and wellbeing will depend upon the stage of 
growth, development and maturity of the individual’ (p. 4). These sentences indicate 
that developmental discourses are likely to feature in the preschool physical education 
experiences and outcomes (LTS, 2009c).
Methodology
My analysis features a similar approach to that taken by McEvilly et al. (in press). Like 
these authors, I follow Wright (2004) by employing a poststructural approach to 
discourse analysis that involves identifying patterns in the language used in the 
documents examined. Cox (2010) explains that poststructuralism is a theoretical 
approach that emerged as a critique of structuralism, which assumes that the ‘truth’ of 
‘reality’ and the social world can be revealed by collecting and studying data. In 
contrast, poststructuralism proposes that ‘there is no absolute knowledge, no absolute 
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reality waiting “out there” to be discovered’ (Dahlberg et al., 2007, p. 23). A 
poststructural perspective thus regards knowledge and its construction as always 
context-specific and value-laden (Dahlberg et al., 2007). Poststructuralism provokes 
thinking ‘against the grain’ (Deegan, 2004, p. 226) of dominant discourses; as such, it is 
concerned with problematising and disrupting dominant discourses (Yelland & 
Kilderry, 2008). Discourses are sets of truths that are (re)produced through power 
relations and social practices operating in institutions, such as schools, prisons or, in this 
case, preschools (Foucault, 1973). Discourses, and therefore ‘truths’ (i.e. knowledge), 
are thus inscribed in power relations (Dahlberg et al., 2007). Macdonald et al. (2002) 
note that discourses are productive; they are ‘systems of beliefs and values that produce 
particular social practices and social relations’ (p. 143). Competing discourses work to 
become established as ‘normal’ and ‘natural’, leading to the privileging of certain 
knowledges and practices. Concomitantly, alternative practices and knowledges are 
excluded (Dahlberg & Moss, 2005). Discourses, therefore, both privilege and legitimise, 
and exclude and marginalise (Cassidy, Jones & Potrac, 2004). Wright (2006) explains 
that poststructural research in education attempts to ‘make visible the ways in which 
power and knowledge operate to privilege certain practices and forms of subjectivity 
and to examine the effects on the lives of individuals and groups’ (p. 60). Consequently, 
my analysis involves speculating about the effects of particular discourses on preschool 
practitioners’ and children’s practices and subjectivities. A person’s subjectivity is his 
or her ‘conscious and unconscious thoughts and emotions...her sense of herself and her 
ways of understanding her [sic] relation to the world’ (Weedon, 1997, p. 32). 
Subjectivities are constructed in relation to discourses (O’Flynn, 2010). From a 
poststructural perspective, subjectivities are viewed as fluid, conflicted and constantly in 
process (Weedon, 1997).
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I examine the Curriculum for Excellence health and wellbeing ‘experiences and 
outcomes’ text – and the related documents – in order to analyse developmental 
discourses associated with preschool physical education, and to interrogate any 
ambiguities or contradictions in the documents. I seek to ‘disrupt’ discourses which may 
appear to be natural or unquestionable (MacLure, 2003), by raising critical questions 
about the ‘work’ they can do in relation to practice. Drawing on guidelines proposed by 
Carabine (2001) and MacLure (2003), my analysis probes around the following 
questions: (1) what evidence is there that developmental discourses are circulating in the 
selected texts? (2) how are knowledge claims related to these developmental discourses 
established and defended? (3) where are the gaps, silences and inconsistencies? and (4) 
what are possible consequences regarding practitioners’ and children’s practices and 
subjectivities? I subjected the selected documents to ‘close reading’ (Burrows, 2010, p. 
239) in order to answer these analytical questions. Repeated reading and re-reading of 
the texts were required to thoroughly interrogate the workings of the discourses. I do not 
intend my analysis to be considered as an examination of the ‘complete’ collection of 
documentation associated with preschool physical education in Scotland, but as a 
selected ‘mapping of the complex webs of ideas and beliefs which have been ascribed 
“truth” status’ (Burrows, 1999, p. 43). This approach follows Rossi et al. (2009), who 
suggest that scholars must make choices about ‘what it is that needs analyzing’ (p. 80) 
and limit their analysis to particular texts or sections of texts.
Findings: the developmental ‘truths’ underpinning preschool physical education in 
Curriculum for Excellence health and wellbeing ‘experiences and outcomes’
Immediately illustrating the influence of developmental discourses, the Curriculum for 
Excellence experiences and outcomes are presented across five levels, which are 
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described as ‘lines of development which describe progress in learning’ (LTS, 2009a, p. 
4). The first level – ‘early’ – concerns children in preschool and the initial year of 
primary school, ‘or later for some’ (LTS, 2009a, p. 4). The experiences and outcomes 
for the physical education, physical activity and sport strand of health and wellbeing are 
divided into three categories: physical education; physical activity and sport; and 
physical activity and health. At the early level, there are four experiences and outcomes 
in the physical education category, one related to physical activity and sport, and two 
concerning physical activity and health. My primary concern is with the experiences 
and outcomes specifically categorised under ‘physical education’.
The introduction to the physical education experiences and outcomes draws on a 
number of discourses. As in the ‘principles and practice’ text, discourses related to 
health and physical activity are present. Of significance to the current paper, however, is 
the presence of developmental discourses. They are evident in the concern with motor 
skill development, which is positioned as the ‘key’ to lifelong physical activity:
Physical education provides learners with a platform from which they can build 
physical competences, improve aspects of fitness, and develop personal and 
interpersonal skills and attributes. It enables learners to develop the concepts and 
skills necessary for participation in a wide range of physical activity, sport, 
dance and outdoor learning, and enhances their physical wellbeing in 
preparation for leading a fulfilling, active and healthy lifestyle. (LTS, 2009c, p. 
5)
The strong verbs (‘provides’, ‘enables’, ‘enhances’) position the development of motor 
skills in order to lead an active, healthy life as the goal of physical education. Similarly, 
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LTS (2011), citing the Association for Physical Education (AfPE) (2008), describes 
physical education as ‘the foundation for a lifelong engagement in physical activity and 
sport’ (p. 4). It states that, in physical education, ‘children learn and build a movement 
vocabulary and develop an understanding of what a quality action looks like and feels 
like’ (p. 15). Furthermore, of the four early level experiences and outcomes in the 
physical education category, three are specifically concerned with movement skills and 
concepts. The four experiences and outcomes are:
I am learning to move my body well, exploring how to manage and control it 
and finding out how to use and share space. (LTS, 2009c, p. 5)
I am developing my movement skills through practice and energetic play. (LTS, 
2009c, p. 5)
I am aware of my own and others’ needs and feelings, especially when taking 
turns and sharing resources. I recognise the need to follow rules. (LTS, 2009c, p. 
6)
By exploring and observing movement, I can describe what I have learned about 
it. (LTS, 2009c, p. 6)
These statements focus strongly on individual development and learning, although the 
third one also concerns children’s relationships with other people. The references to 
‘exploring’, ‘finding out’ and ‘play’ place emphasis on active learning. LTS (2011) 
explicitly states that in physical education, ‘children should be active learners’ (p. 9). As 
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noted earlier, Piaget’s model of cognitive development foregrounds the concept of 
active learning. The above statements therefore clearly illustrate the influence of 
developmental discourses on the curriculum. Indeed, the fact that one of the ‘Building 
the Curriculum’ documents is entitled Active Learning in the Early Years (Scottish 
Executive, 2007) shows how pervasive developmental discourses are in early childhood 
education in Scotland. Scottish Executive (2007) links active learning to concepts 
including play, exploration, child-centredness and fun. Under the heading ‘Research 
Background’, it states:
Research indicates that developmentally appropriate practice is most conducive 
to effective learning. For example, it suggests that there is no long-term 
advantage to children when there is an over-emphasis on systematic teaching 
before 6 or 7 years of age. (p. 6)
The wording of this excerpt indicates that, while a certain amount of ‘teaching’ may be 
acceptable in early childhood education, children should not be taught in a certain way 
until they are a particular age. Development and learning appear to be positioned as 
separate entities; development happens automatically, in relation to age, while learning 
is dependent on environment and ‘developmentally appropriate’ experiences. The 
specific reference to age provides evidence of the way developmental theories assume 
universality. The reference to ‘research’ strengthens the argument that developmentally 
appropriate practice is ‘imperative’, by seemingly providing ‘proof’ and legitimacy to 
the claims made. Although practitioners are referred to a review of literature related to 
the ‘benefits’ of active learning, the specific research that makes the above claims is not 
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directly referenced. Therefore, practitioners are not encouraged to critically engage with 
the claims; they are expected to accept what the documentation says as ‘truth’.
Developmentally appropriate practice is also uncritically promoted in LTS 
(2011), which, citing AfPE (2008), proposes that physical education ‘should be 
developmentally appropriate to help [children] acquire psychomotor skills, cognitive 
understanding, social skills and the emotional learning they need to lead a physically 
active life’ (p. 4). This document again positions developmentally appropriate practice 
as ‘imperative’ and explicitly assumes that practitioners have detailed knowledge of it, 
claiming that they are:
...best placed to offer developmentally appropriate PE because they know their 
children very well and have detailed understanding of the developing child and 
how this development influences their engagement and learning in PE. (p. 4)
Not only is it taken for granted in this excerpt that developmentally appropriate practice 
is necessary for ‘high quality physical education’ (LTS, 2011, p. 4), it is taken for 
granted that practitioners have detailed knowledge of it and will agree with this view. 
There is again no sign of a more critical engagement with the notion of developmentally 
appropriate practice, or even a recognition that some practitioners may take a more 
critical view of it; as in Scottish Executive (2007), it is simply presented as ‘truth’. 
Furthermore, both this excerpt and the statements from LTS (2009c) presented above 
appear to assume that practitioners have a high level of expertise in relation to teaching 
physical education. I noted earlier that Curriculum for Excellence claims to be less 
prescriptive than previous Scottish curricular documentation, so the statements may 
have been constructed with this aspiration in mind. However, another interpretation is 
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that they are quite vague (Priestley & Humes, 2010) and thus may prove problematic for 
practitioners with little knowledge or experience of physical education. For instance, no 
explanation is given of what moving ‘well’ might involve or look like. Similarly, there 
is no description or explanation of the ‘movement skills’ children are ‘developing’, 
although the reference to ‘space’ indicates that this is a movement concept that should 
be focused on.
The second of the four experiences and outcomes presented above refers to 
‘energetic play’. This concept is also mentioned in the second category of experiences 
and outcomes in the physical education, physical activity and sport strand of health and 
wellbeing, which concerns physical activity and sport. The early level experience and 
outcome for this category is:
I am enjoying daily opportunities to participate in different kinds of energetic 
play, both outdoors and indoors. (LTS, 2009c, p. 7)
Discourses related to physical activity and play come together in the notion of 
‘energetic play’. This indicates that the curriculum positions play – rather than more 
adult-led activities – as an appropriate means of increasing children’s physical activity 
levels. This aligns with the contention above that young children gain no benefit from 
‘systematic teaching’, as it is not ‘developmentally appropriate’ (Scottish Executive, 
2007, p. 6).
Discussion
As noted earlier, there is a wealth of literature that problematises the dominance of 
developmental discourses in early childhood education, and a smaller amount of similar 
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scholarship in physical education. However, my analysis shows that developmental 
discourses are prevalent throughout the Curriculum for Excellence documentation 
related to preschool physical education. This indicates that, despite the criticisms of 
developmental discourses in some contemporary early childhood (and physical 
education) literature, they have retained their position as central to preschool physical 
education in Scotland. My concerns lie with the ways in which these discourses may be 
taken up and deployed within preschool educational establishments.
There is no recognition in the texts analysed that developmental discourses 
provide the benchmark upon which children are compared (Fleer, 2006) and 
consequently can be ‘normative and exclusionary’ (Burrows & Wright, 2001, p. 179). I 
wonder, for instance, if the emphasis on motor skill development could lead to the 
classification and exclusion (Gore, 1995) of some preschoolers because of perceived 
motor skill deficiencies. Exclusion is the opposite of normalisation; it involves 
‘defining...the pathological’ (Gore, 1995, p. 173). Gore (1995) defines classification as a 
technique of power that entails ‘differentiating groups or individuals from one another, 
classifying them, classifying oneself’ (p. 174). Following Burrows and Wright (2001), I 
recognise that acquiring certain skills (e.g. particular locomotor, stability and 
manipulation skills) will be a lifelong challenge for some children, and question if 
specifically associating these skills with young children pathologises those who do not 
accomplish them when developmental ‘truths’ say they should.
The ‘experiences and outcomes’ document positions motor skill development as 
the ‘key’ to lifelong physical activity and health. The claim that children ‘need’ to 
develop particular skills in order to ‘access’ sports and other physical activities when 
they are older is regularly cited throughout the literature as a justification for physical 
education (e.g. Derri et al., 2001; Jess, Dewar & Fraser, 2004). I suggest, however, that 
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the relationship between motor skill development in childhood and physical activity 
participation in adulthood is likely to be more tenuous than is often implied; physical 
activity participation in adulthood is likely to be affected by many more structural and 
environmental factors than skill level alone. As such, characterising motor skill 
development and physical activity participation as linked in a linear cause-and-effect 
manner obscures the multitude of factors that may impact on physical activity 
participation in adulthood and ignores the daily realities of many people’s lives (Gard & 
Wright, 2005).
As noted, the experiences and outcomes discussed focus strongly on individual 
development and learning. Indeed, this could be said of all the experiences and 
outcomes in the curriculum, since they are written in the first person. I argue that, while 
writing in this way is intended to place the learner at the centre of the curriculum 
(Priestley & Humes, 2010), it positions learning as a primarily individual endeavour. 
This has the effect of ignoring the richness and complexity of children’s lives and 
experiences (Dahlberg et al., 2007). Moreover, I align with Priestley & Humes’s (2010) 
assertion that there is a certain degree of artificiality in the strategy, because of the use 
of language the intended learners are unlikely to use. For instance, while wary of 
proceeding on the basis of developmental assumptions regarding what they ‘should’ be 
able to do, I find it difficult to imagine young children talking about 
‘developing...movement skills’ or ‘observing movement’, because it seems unlikely that 
practitioners would use such terms with them. In this way, writing the experiences and 
outcomes in the first person seems to be ‘an artifice devised by the planners rather than 
a true reflection of the learning process’ (Priestley & Humes, 2010, p. 353).
Furthermore, although the references to concepts such as ‘finding out’, ‘play’ 
and ‘exploring’ (LTS, 2009c, p. 6) throughout the selected documentation may portray 
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the idea that children will be ‘free’ from adult control, all of their activities will be 
watched, regulated and monitored by adults; children will not necessarily have the 
freedom the aforementioned words may imply. In addition, the uncritical privileging of 
developmental discourses and related concepts (e.g. play, child-centredness) ignores the 
idea that they may be problematic in practice (Burman, 2008). Such criticisms are 
silenced in the documents analysed due the strength of the developmental discourses 
underpinning them.
Conclusion
My aim has been to interrogate the developmental discourses associated with preschool 
physical education in Scotland’s Curriculum for Excellence. In investigating my four 
analytical questions, I have presented evidence that, despite the change from ‘physical 
development and movement’ to ‘physical education’, developmental discourses still 
prevail. I have shown how knowledge claims related to these discourses are established 
and defended (e.g. through the mention of ‘research’) and highlighted silences (e.g. the 
lack of critical engagement with the notion of developmentally appropriate practice). I 
have consequently speculated about potential effects of these discourses on practitioners 
and children.
While I have critically analysed particular discourses, it has not been my 
intention to imply that these discourses should be abandoned. Following Baker (1999), I 
recognise that developmental psychology has been beneficial in terms of, for example, 
its focus on children’s health, but my concerns centre around the ‘more dangerous and 
less good implications of its emergence’ (p. 820). As such, I wish to highlight 
potentially negative consequences of uncritical reliance on developmental discourses. I 
hope this paper has shown how important it is for preschool practitioners – as well as 
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researchers and policy-makers – to critically engage with the curriculum and reflect on 
the potential workings and effects of discourses and related practices that they may 
privilege and take for granted. I suggest that future research should examine the ways in 
which the developmental discourses examined in my analysis are taken up and 
negotiated by practitioners and children in Scottish preschool physical education 
contexts. Interrogating the ways in which preschool practitioners and children interpret 
the practices and messages associated with these discourses is vital in order to lay bare 
their effects on young children.
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